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onzoff himself withdrew after his bloody retreat
along the Route des Dames; so that Bliicher had
here united, in spite of his recent losses, a force
of at least 100,000 men.

Laon itself, although not well fortified, occupied
a very strong natural position on a hill that rose
abruptly at an angle of forty-five degrees. It
had numerous projecting points that served as
bastions; while the approach to it was through
suburbs that would have to be taken before the hill
itself could be stormed. A little to the north-east
was the town of Athies, which was to be the scene
of the most dramatic incident of the battle. Near
it was posted the corps of Yorck, who with Kleist
formed the left wing of Bliicher's battle array;
Biilow, Sacken, and Langeron being in the centre
and Wintzingerode on the right.

The first day of the battle ended without
special incident, but after furious fighting for the
possession of the suburbs. Marmont's corps had
taken Athies. His soldiers, young, inexperienced,
and many of them for the first time under fire,
were wearied to death after marching for eight
hours and fighting for four, and bivouacked where
they had fought without stopping to take even the
ordinary precautions: "Overcome by fatigue, stiff
with cold, weak with hunger/' writes a French-
man1 "they slept around their camp-fires like a
drove of sheep huddled together/'

1 Houssaye.